HNRS130-008: Liberalism and its Critics 
Fall 2024 
Prof. Ted Kinnaman 


Office hours: Weds. 1:00 - 2:00 (on Zoom); Thurs. 11:00 - 12:00 (in person) 
Office: Horizon 6253 Email: tkinnama@gmu.edu 


COURSE DESCRIPTION: In this course we will approach the question of 
social justice by examining a broad family of philosophical views known as 
liberalism. The word ‘liberal’ comes from the Latin word for ‘free.’ Liberal 
political philosophies place a very high value on individual freedom, and 
presume that human beings are equal (in some sense) and rational (in 
some sense). In the United States today, even people who disagree about a 
lot of other things agree on these basic issues. We will study liberal 
philosophies, disagreements between liberals, and criticisms of liberalism 
by conservatives, feminists, and communitarians. 


I hope it goes without saying that we will be approaching the topic 
philosophically, that is, without preconceptions and open to arguments. To 
do well in this course, you need to understand the books we read- the 
issues the authors address, the claims they make on these issues, and their 
arguments for these claims. But- and this is very important- you need to 
think about how you would answer these questions, and what the strengths 
and weaknesses are of the philosophers’ arguments. You will need to 
present your thoughts in clearly written essays, in which you explain the 
philosophers’ views (making specific reference to the texts) and offer 
arguments for your considered judgments on the questions we discuss. You 
can find information on writing papers in philosophy on Blackboard. 


GRADED WORK: 


You will write four papers, each of which will count for 25% of your grade 
for the semester. The papers ought to be no fewer than six but no more 
than eight pages long. The due dates for the papers are given on the 
syllabus; the prompts for each paper can be found in Blackboard. There 
will be four paper assignments relating to the major texts we study. 
Everyone must write the first paper, on Plato. After that, there are three 
papers (on Mill, Locke/Friedman, and Rawls), of which you must write two. 
The fourth paper is the “synthetic” paper, in which you will synthesize one 
of the issues we discuss throughout the semester. The synthetic paper, too, 
is required for everyone. This and other writing assignments will be 
described in greater detail in a separate document, available on 
Blackboard. 


CLASS PROCEDURE: 


The readings for this are all available online or as physical books; some will 
be made available to you on Blackboard. On the syllabus below, you will 
see that for every day of lecture, there is an assigned text to read. The 
lecture will be devoted to explaining that text: What question the author is 
addressing; what key terms mean; what the author’s argument is; and 
what problems there are with the author’s argument. Because philosophy 
reading is often rather difficult, I suggest that you read the text once 
before attending a meeting (or at least try it), and again afterwards. 


REQUIRED BOOKS: 


1. Plato, Republic. 

2. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty. 

3. Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom. 
All other readings will be posted on Blackboard. 


MEETING SCHEDULE: 


Tues., 8/277: Introduction to course. 
Thurs., 8/29: Plato, Republic, Book I. 


Tues., 9/3: Plato, Republic, Book II. 
Thurs., 9/5: Plato, Republic, Books III [412b - 417b] and IV [entire]. 


Tues., 9/10: [NO CLASS] 
Thurs., 9/12: Plato, Republic, Books IV and VIII. (Class will meet remotely 
via Zoom.) 


Tues., 9/177: Harkness discussion on Plato. 
Thurs, 9/19: Mill, On Liberty, Chapter One. 


Tues., 9/24: Mill, On Liberty, Chapters Two and Three. 
Thurs., 9/26: Mill, On Liberty, Chapter Four. [Paper #1 due in 
Blackboard at 5:00 p.m. on Friday, 9/27] 


Tues., 10/1: Mill, On Liberty, Chapter Five. 
Thurs., 10/3: Harkness discussion on Mill. 


Tues., 10/8: Locke, Second Treatise on Government, Chapters One, Two, 
and Five. 

Thurs., 10/10: Locke, Second Treatise on Government, Chapters Seven, 
Fight and Nine. 


Tues., 10/15: Fall Break. (No class) 


Thurs., 10/17: Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, Chapters I, II, VII, and 
X. [Paper #2 due in Blackboard at 5:00 p.m. on Friday, 10/18] 


Tues., 10/22: Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, cont’d.; Sen, “Rational 
Fools.” 
Thurs., 10/24: Harkness discussion on Locke/Friedman. 


Tues., 10/29: Rawls, “Justice as Fairness.” 
Thurs., 10/31: Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” pp. 515 - 
54. [Paper #3 due in Blackboard at 5:00 p.m. on Friday, 11/1] 


Tue., 11/5: Election day (No class). 
Thurs., 11/7: “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” cont’d. 


Tues., 11/12: Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” conc. 
Thurs., 11/14: Group exercise on original position. 


Tues., 11/19: Nussbaum, “The Feminist Critique of Liberalism.” 
Thurs., 11/21: Baier, “The Need for More Than Justice.” [Paper #4 due in 
Blackboard at 5:00 p.m. on Friday, 11/22] 


Tues., 11/26: Thanksgiving break (no class). 
Thurs., 11/23: Thanksgiving break (no class). 


Tues., 12/3: Deneen, “The Tragedy of Liberalism.” 
Thurs., 12/5: Deneen, conc.; Sandel, “Liberalism and the Primacy of 
Justice.” 


The synthetic paper (described in a separate handout) will be due in 
Blackboard on Tuesday, December 10 at 5:00 p.m. 


LATE SUBMISSIONS: I am usually generous about accepting assignments 
a bit after the due date if the student has cleared this with me beforehand. 
If, however, you hand in an assignment late without talking to me first, you 
should count on being penalized in some way. If the paper is only slightly 
late, I may mark it down a grade; if it is very late, I will not accept it at all. 
Also, please be advised that if your paper is extended, you might have to 
wait a while to get it back; grading on-time submissions is always my top 
priority. 


REWRITES: I am frequently asked about my policy regarding the re- 
writing of papers—so frequently that I think it makes sense to put it in the 
syllabus. Strictly speaking, I do not allow rewrites. Instead, if you are 
unhappy with the grade you receive on an assignment, I will count that 
paper for something less (how much less is entirely up to me) than its 
allotted 25% of the grade ifyou meet two conditions: First, you must meet 


with me twice to talk about writing—once to talk about the paper that 
didn’t go well, and another to talk with me about a later paper while you’re 
in the process of writing it. Second, your other papers must show 
significant improvement from the one you were unhappy with. 


In case you were wondering: You may not write a fifth paper for extra 
credit, or to replace a paper on which you received a low grade. If you get 
a B- or lower on the first paper (on Plato), there will be an opportunity to 
write papers about your group discussions for a small amount of extra 
credit. 


A NOTE ON ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: A general rule of thumb is, if you say 
something in a paper that you would not have said if you had not read 
Smith, even if you do not quote Smith word for word, then you need to 
footnote Smith. Anyone who cites or otherwise refers to the work of 
someone else without acknowledging this fact in a footnote will be referred 
to the Honor Committee. 


A new issue of academic integrity concerns the use of artificial intelligence 
in writing academic papers. Neither George Mason nor I have a settled 
policy on this at present. Be aware, though, that (at present, anyway) AI 
tends to produce bland text with generic statements, and some of these 
statements turn out to be false. Please tell me if you use artificial 
intelligence in writing a paper you are submitting for this course. 


OFFICE OF DISABILITY SERVICES: If you are a student with a disability 
and you need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the 
Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474. All academic 

accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu 


UNIVERSITY POLICIES: The University Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu, is 
the central resource for university policies affecting student, faculty, and 
staff conduct in university academic affairs. Other policies are available at 
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/. All members of the university community 
are responsible for knowing and following established policies. 


